Taking dialogue out of the mundane into a meaningful process of learning and participation

Do you know what it is like to have a conversation with someone that inspires you or intrigues you, that challenges your ways of thinking and feeling? How do you feel afterwards? Energized, motivated, a sense of having grown? Does it happen accidentally, or only with certain people? What is it about a conversation that lifts it out of the mundane into the meaningful? What provokes this? How can we deliberately encourage our students to experience these sorts of dialogues? What are the benefits?

My 10 year old nephew was telling me about his latest computer game, describing the characters, the plots ad nauseum. I was struggling not yawn. Typical, I thought, of his age group which reveled in detail and information. But then I thought about other people I knew of all ages who seemed to think that conversations were only there as exchanges of information – “I’ll tell you my story and for listening to me I will let you tell me yours.” Had these people ever grown up, I wondered? Were they stuck in this way of thinking about things? 

I remembered listening to students doing science labs at university where they were only saying things like “Where does this go?” “What do we do next?” The questions they were asking the lab assistants were very practical and the answers the same. The lab classes had the atmosphere of people ungraciously doing what was needed to get through what had to be done. There was no sense of being scientists on a journey of discovery – of exchanging hypotheses and ideas, of relating back to real life, of putting any emotion into what they were doing. What can you do when people are trapped in a paradigm of where the world is just about information? How can you even begin to make a connection?

I began to remember good conversations I had. I remember a friend and I talking about school, our classes and the problems we were having at that moment. An exchange of information. Then a flitting to an idea somewhat parallel. A teasing out of this idea. Then a realizing that the initial stories we had shared enabled a greater understanding and testing of this idea or principle. Then a putting ourselves into it through our feelings and projecting possibilities. And so on, in a continuing cycle of inquiry and thinking and sharing which enabled emergent understandings that neither of us could have done by ourselves. 

Was the secret to good conversation a movement into different ways of thinking and being? Were the information-laden  stories good starting points into a more philosophic or connected understanding. Were seemingly disconnected thoughts ways of jumping out of the paradigm, seeing something new then being able to integrate this with old understandings and experiences? 

I remembered the Whole Brain Learning model which suggests 4 different ways of learning and experiencing – through detail, through logic, through feelings, through imagination. Perhaps a good conversation needed to travel to all these places? 

I tuned back into what my 10 year old nephew was saying. It was about a particular army in his computer game and how they traveled to different locations to fight. “That’s interesting,” I said, “ How do they ensure they have enough food and tents?” “Hmmm,” he says, “I don’t think they worry about that in the game.” “Do you think it would be important in real life?” So then started a conversation in which we were both engaged. I realized that he had never before thought about his game in terms of real life – it was an imaginary world which seemed to be the one thing that took all his energy and focus. He had never made any connections to his own real world. He was the sort of boy who found school very hard and just put up with it – never finding anything could very much interest him. Now we were talking about the Napoleanic wars and how Napolean lost against Russia because of lack of good food supplies. My nephew was stunned and amazed about this example that was actually ‘real’. That spurred us on to other topics. I noticed my nephew eliciting key principles from our conversation, applying it back to his game. He was using his imagination – his whole demeanor had changed. Although he still can’t read we got books out and looked at diagrams and pictures and he wanted me to tell him what they said. Somehow I had made a bridge from his personal imaginary world into the real world and he was hooked. So had a single question done it?

Could I get the university science students into more scientific and engaging conversations? What questions would be useful? “What do you think is going on there?” “How does that apply to this application?” “Have you ever wondered what would happen if…?” When you have the time to ask those questions rather than just fix equipment problems for students it is amazing what wonderful conversations can emerge. But why aren’t these students doing it for themselves. You would think that after 12 years of school they would be pretty good at it by now. Or perhaps the art and ecology of dialogue is not being explicitly taught. How to help students understand what it is that is happening in a good conversation and how to engineer them for themselves?

I noticed then in my own classes at school how little pockets of enthusiasm would break out after I had been with each group, yet other students in the class were less engaged. I was good at provoking good conversation but the students hadn’t really been empowered through the osmosis process to do it for themselves. Hmm, what to do? So, after each conversation with a group I would then ask them what had happened, what type of questions or ways of thinking had helped us. We moved to a meta-cognitive level where we evaluated the process. I then asked what general principles we could elicit about good dialogue and how could they ensure it happened. It began to work. Students were having rich dialogue whether or not I was around and as a result were gaining rich understandings about what they were doing and feeling more successful in working in a group.

I wondered if I could push them to an even higher level. What would happen if we had visual tools that could help us map and understand the dialogue process? What might be different ways of thinking about good dialogue? What analogies might be helpful? 

That evening I want to the weekly senior management meeting of staff at the school. As usual different people gave out pieces of information to others. As usual there were some problems to be solved. As usual some people indicated possible ideas or solutions and as usual straight away other people jumped in and explained why those wouldn’t work. These meetings were very frustrating and linear. We rarely explored issues deeply, brainstormed ideas or then teased them out. The issues just seemed to treated at a superficial and pragmatic level, with many staff feeling left out and wondering what the hell difference they could ever make. How would good dialogue facilitate better decision making, participation as well as understanding? 

The meeting then got around to what teaching and learning professional development sessions would be offered in the next term. I put up my hand and said I was interested in looking at good dialogue. They all looked at me as if I was mad. One asked what I meant. I explained how concerned I was that students were only having low level dialogue amongst themselves and as a result weren’t getting as much as they could from classes, relationships and group work. It was important for them to have an explicit understanding of the process – a meta-cognitive awareness – in order to empower them to richer and more effective levels. “But dialogue is just dialogue,” one said, “what is there to understand?” 

Hmmm, I thought, maybe I can kill two birds with one stone. “Well lets say students were trying to solve a problem and someone came up with an idea. Usually people jump in too soon and work out why it doesn’t work. That can leave the person feeling unacknowledged and stop them from investing themselves in the process again. However if we used an analogy to think of idea generation as one like giving birth and bringing up a child, then we might realize that the person who is in the tentative stages of developing an idea, or giving birth to it, needs encouragement, help in teasing out what it is. Then when it is fully birthed, the parent can hand it over for others to participate with – there is a role for encouraging / creative thoughts like what can we do with this idea, how does it spur on further ideas. And more critical thoughts – like what does it really mean, does it have limitations etc. There are different types of questions and comments for each part of the process – its knowing what stage you are at and acknowledging the original person while enabling a weaning stage where other people can gain ownership.” 

Most staff were looking at me with various expressions – engagement, disbelief, thoughtfulness, puzzlement. One said “I have never thought about it like that at all.” Another said, “where on earth do you come up with such things?” The minute secretary said, “so, that’s a possible session?” 
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